
Chapter 21
How to make a policy brief that has real impact 

Have you ever wondered if the policy briefs you’ve produced 
actually made a difference? There are many guides that will tell you 
how to write an effective policy brief, but is the wording and design 
what makes the difference? Well, partly. If you want to make
an impact, writing the brief is just a small part of the work. A policy 
brief is only worth what you do with it.

If you want to take a relational approach to developing your next 
policy brief, you need to consider how you engage members of the 
policy community in your design and planning, writing, distribution 
and longer-term engagement.

1. Design and planning
Ask yourself the following questions to put policy-makers at the 
heart of your design and planning:

1.  Who is the policy-maker? This is important because it determines 
the target group of the policy brief. Are you targeting people 
within specific government agencies, who are likely to have 
a relatively focused interest in the topic, with a relatively high 
degree of technical competence? In this case, you will need to 
include some of the technical detail, so that these specialists can 
make up their own mind about the credibility of your work. Or 
are you briefing policy analysts within government departments 
who advise ministers, or the MPs and ministers themselves? In 
this case, your policy brief should be much shorter, with far less 
technical detail and much simpler language.

2. When are they likely to read a policy brief? This might determine 
when and how and in what format to distribute the brief (e.g. 
electronic or paper version, when to schedule the email with the 
brief attached, such as an evening, even on weekends, will it be 
read over breakfast or on a train/flight?)

3. How much time do they have to brief themselves on the latest 
research? This is crucial for deciding the length of the ‘brief’. If you 
are a high-ranking politician, you may only want to read a single 
page. Others might spend up to 30–60 minutes to get a more 



detailed picture of the research behind your recommendations. 
One approach is to do a ‘breakfast test’: can your policy brief 
be read and understood in the length of time it takes to drink a 
coffee over breakfast?

4. Why should they pick up the policy brief in the first place? What 
is likely to grab their attention? How can you make it visually 
attractive, with a heading that is of interest? What sort of ‘strapline’ 
or ‘teaser’, perhaps based on a key finding, might encourage the 
politician to read it?

5. What do they want to know? What are the most pressing, 
wider policy issues? Can you link to important and current policy 
questions and issues? If your work is only one small contribution 
to a wider issue, can you collaborate with other researchers 
working in the same area to create a policy brief that includes 
your research, but that is likely to be perceived as having greater 
political significance? Is now the right time to put out your policy 
brief if there are other major issues swamping the policy agenda 
in your area?

6. Is this compatible with their overarching goals and ideology 
as a policy-maker? Many policy-makers are looking for research 
that furthers their own agenda and legitimises their views and 
ideology. They are unlikely to change these fundamental values 
and beliefs on the basis of one policy brief, so make sure you 
phrase your recommendations carefully to avoid provoking 
a negative reaction based on a presumption of ideological 
incompatibility. This doesn’t mean you need to make political 
recommendations or change your findings to fit the views of 
politicians — far from it. It is surprising, however, how far you can 
adapt the way in which you communicate your findings to make 
them attractive to different policy actors without altering the 
research in any way.

7. What reason do they have to trust you? What indicators can 
quickly reassure a policy-maker with limited time that you are 
knowledgeable and credible enough to deliver the message? If 
you do not have a high profile yourself, what indicators of esteem 
might make them trust you by proxy, such as your institutional 
affiliation, the badge of your research funder or more senior 
academic mentors and supervisors who helped you write the 
brief?

8. Are there clear and actionable things they can do as a result of 
reading this? Is the evidence you provide aligned with the policy 
problem that the policy-maker needs to address? Can you provide 
solutions to these problems? Are your recommendations SMART 



(specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound)? Can 
you make it even SMARTER i.e. ‘effective’ (e.g. cost-effective) and 
therefore more ‘realistic’?

2. Writing and stress-testing
Now you have put yourself, effectively, in the shoes of your policy 
audience, you need to ask yourself:

•  What would you personally like to get across?
•  What’s your own aim for the policy brief?
•  Does that match the policy-maker’s perspective?

If your answer to the last question is “no”, you should stop right 
there, otherwise you might be wasting your time.

If, however, you have been able to align your aims with the needs of 
policy-makers, it is now time to write the brief. With the help of the 
questions above, you will already have decided on length, style and 
language. You are using common terms without too much jargon, 
and avoiding (or, if you can’t, spelling out) acronyms. You are telling a 
convincing story about why change is needed.

How to set up the brief itself?

On the front page you’ll need:

•  Title: keep it short and powerful — would you personally pick up a 
policy brief with such a title? You can consider adding a subtitle, if 
it further explains your main message (again keep it short).

•  Teaser: start with a summary of the brief’s content and its 
relevance in two to three sentences (maximum five lines), state all 
the main points and repeat them throughout the document.

•  Recommendations: in bulletpoints, perhaps use a sidebar or box.
•  Picture/photograph: something attractive and positive that 

captures the research topic well. Make your picture bigger and 
have less text if possible.

On the next pages, consider the following:

•  Overview: give a brief overview and state the problem or 
objective. Embed your research in an important, current issue and 
explain how the policy brief contributes to that issue and provides 
useful answers.



•  Introduction: summarise the issue, explain the context (including 
the political) to explain why the topic is so important and how 
your research can help to solve/improve the situation. Pinpoint 
gaps in current policy, link to crisis points that may be windows 
of opportunity in which new policies may be looked for. Outline a 
brief history or background, but only if it is relevant to the theme 
(otherwise leave it out!).

•  Research findings: these are the answers from your research 
that help to solve the problem (other findings may be of interest 
to researchers and might look pretty on a graph, but if they 
don’t help address the policy issue, cut them out). If possible, 
present your findings in a more visual, clear style, so the idea 
can be grasped immediately. Include research evidence from 
the literature and other sources to support your own findings in 
plain language. Use subheadings to break up blocks of text (keep 
sections of text and paragraphs as short as possible). Any graphs 
or other figures should be simple, and be labelled with a short 
description that can be understood without reading the text.

•  Sidebars and boxes: highlight the most important evidence in 
sidebars or boxes, so people can easily skim through the key 
points if they are in a hurry (remember these are for highlighting 
important things, not for unimportant things, to policy-makers at 
least, like definitions).

•  White space and photographs: try and break up your text with 
plenty of white space and photographs to avoid intimidating 
readers and also to make your work more attractive to engage 
with. If you can, hire a professional designer to help with this. If 
there’s not enough room to fit everything in that you want, don’t 
make the font size smaller or cut white space and images — cut 
down your material (the next stage in the process, the feedback 
loop, will help with this if you’re struggling to work out what you 
can cut).

•  Additional sources: more (background) information, more detail 
on the topic, maximum four further sources, including peer-
reviewed material by you and your team

Last page:

•  Brief summary statement, concluding with the take-home 
message

•  Policy recommendations: clear recommendations aimed at a 
specific policy sector (or sectors) and specific live policy issues, in 
bullet points, stating why these options are recommended



•  Author’s contact details: including current position, associated 
institute and funder (remember the credibility issue), Twitter 
accounts (for key project staff and the project itself if this account 
exists), websites etc.

•  Acknowledgements: if necessary (e.g. your funder)
•  Sources: cite in footnotes, if needed

Stress-testing

If you want to take a relational approach to developing your policy 
brief, the next step is to stress-test it. I usually move from low to high 
stress-testing, starting by sending a draft of my policy brief to trusted 
colleagues who have not been involved in its production, before 
sending to members of the policy community who I think are likely to 
hold very different views on the issues I’m writing about:

•  Academic content: I will start by stress-testing my content with 
other researchers. Do they agree with my interpretation of 
the evidence? Have I missed any important evidence? Could I 
communicate uncertainty more effectively?

•  Design: if I have designed it myself, I will send it to a few friendly 
colleagues for comment on the layout and selection of photos.

•  Language: I will send it to a science communication specialist or a 
non-academic friend to get feedback on my choice of language. If 
they cannot understand my message, then I will try and rewrite it. 
If I am aiming for EU policy-makers (most of whom are non-English 
native speakers), I try to give my draft to non-native English-
speaking friends for feedback. Alternatively, identify jargon using 
the Up Goer Six website (http://www.splasho.com/upgoer6/), a 
text editor that colour codes all words according to how common 
they are.

•  Messaging: finally, I will seek feedback on how the evidence- 
based messages in my policy brief are coming across to different 
audiences within the policy community. For a controversial 
topic, I will specifically seek opinions from people who I know 
hold opposing views. What are the weaknesses and limitations? 
If you were in a debate with me, what holes would you pick in 
my argument? Based on this, I can now predict some of the 
objections that might arise when I start trying to communicate 
my message more widely. In some cases there is little I can do to 
make my message resonate with different sides of the debate, but 
at least I know some of the questions I am likely to get. However, 
in other cases, it is possible to plug gaps and strengthen or 



reframe arguments. If a fundamental flaw in your argument is 
revealed, or you are pointed to contradictory evidence, you have 
time to correct your mistakes.

3. Distribution
How should you distribute your policy brief? The options are 
growing rapidly:

•  Electronically: first you might upload your brand new policy brief 
to your own and your department/organisation’s website. This will 
provide you with a link to a PDF of the brief that you can include 
in emails that you send out to your target group.

•  Hardcopy: sending a ‘paper’ version to your target audience is 
important. Do not just send to a department, but make it personal 
and send it directly to a person. Even better, you can hand over 
your brief in person to the policy-maker in a face-to- face meeting 
(be it over lunch, at a conference, during their ‘office hours’ — this 
might depend on your previous attempts to start a relationship 
with your target audience).

•  Social media and beyond: use the PDF link you created for all 
social media that you have set up personally and within your 
team, organisation, department or institution. That may (for 
example) include Twitter, ResearchGate, LinkedIn and even 
Facebook. Use a picture/photo of the cover (or key photo) of the 
brief to accompany distribution via social media as this attracts 
people and increases the likelihood of further distribution by 
sharing (liking, retweeting etc.) by others in your network. Make 
sure your profile on social media is consistent with your role as 
an expert in the field, with a link to your institution or a webpage 
that clearly links to it. The more times your target audience comes 
into contact with your material via different channels and people 
in their network, the more likely they are to perceive that it must 
be worth engaging with. For this reason, you might also ask your 
PR department if they can publish a press release (together with 
the original research paper/research on which the brief is based) 
on Twitter and so on. Furthermore, consider writing a blog post 
about the brief that includes the recommendations, and distribute 
it through the channels mentioned above.

4. Engagement and impact
Follow up the email to your targeted people with a phone call. Ask 
if any further information is needed. Propose a lunchtime meeting 
or seminar to discuss your research further. Make sure the brief 



remains in the memory of your target group beyond the mere 
picking up and reading of it. You can also invite them to related 
conferences and workshops and take a copy of the brief with you to 
any of these events. Remember that one-way information flows are 
unlikely to get anyone to act on your recommendations.

If you are not likely to meet the target of your policy brief any time 
soon, you might start following them via Twitter (as mentioned 
earlier, lots of policy-makers are active on this platform nowadays) 
or subscribe to email lists to know what they are up to and to learn 
where your work fits in with and contributes towards their agenda. 
Take the time to find out what they think, what sort of language 
they use, what is on their agenda and how you can help them with 
their daily tasks. And when you have the chance to meet them, your 
connection via social media will make it easier to build trust.

Perhaps you will find forming trusting relationships so fruitful that 
you decide to co-produce the policy briefs in collaboration with the 
people who will use it. This is a particularly effective way to develop 
the policy brief according to their needs and will ensure that it is 
used and result in impact.

To be able to achieve impact, the best-case scenario is that you 
already have a long-lasting, trusting relationship with relevant 
policy-makers. But it is not too late; you can start now. Find out which 
events they are likely to attend, and look up photographs of them, 
so that you can identify them during breaks to introduce yourself to 
them and get to know them. Policy-makers are just people like us. 
If you find it difficult to start small talk by yourself, ask colleagues to 
help. They may already be trusted by the policy- maker and may be 
able to introduce you to them. Some of this trust will make your initial 
contact more trustworthy too.

Examples
Finally, I’d like to show you a few examples of policy briefs that 
I think are particularly good. The first was developed by Julia 
McMorrow from the University of Manchester, and is notable 
because it led to concrete changes in government policy. It raised 
cross-sector awareness of wildfire and helped make the case for 
severe wildfire to be included for the first time on the National Risk 
Register in 2013. The Chair of the Chief Fire Officers Wildfire Group 
commented:



“Such was the quality of the Policy Brief, that I used it to raise the 
awareness of wildfire issues affecting UK Fire and Rescue Services 
by circulating it to all Chief Fire Officers... The work is as relevant 
now as it was when first produced in 2010. The FIRES Policy Brief 
also formed a cornerstone of the Wildfire Group’s initial Action Plan.”



The policy brief recommended better fire reporting and as a result 
Julia was invited to work with the Fire Service to evaluate how 
satellite data and their Incident Recording System could be used 
to understand national and regional wildfire distribution. The joint 
research developed criteria to differentiate ‘wildfires’ from other 
less significant vegetation fires and recommended ways to improve 
reporting. The definition was used in the Scottish Government’s 
WildfireOperationalGuidance. Theworkhasalsobeenusedasan 
example to influence wildfire policy in Ireland. Julia was invited to 
join the England and Wales Wildfire Forum, the Fire and Statistics 
User Group and other national and regional stakeholder groups.

I asked Julia what she thought had made it such an effective policy 
brief, and she explained the long path that she and her colleagues 
took to develop it. First, she organised a series of seminars, to which 
she invited all the key stakeholders who were affected by the issues 
she and others were researching. Part of this was about presenting 
and discussing her research findings, but it was also about 
understanding how different stakeholders perceived the research, 
and appreciating their knowledge of the issues too. She ensured 
that the steering group of the seminar series was composed equally 
of practitioners and researchers. They jointly took the policy brief 
forward, deciding on the language to be used, and the framing of 
the key messages, ensuring all the time that it remained based firmly 
on the seminars’ findings. Part of the group was an organisation 
who had already run a successful series of briefing notes on related 
topics, so their design template was used to reach their existing 
audience and make it as widely accessible as possible. Julia 
explained:

“The most rewarding part of developing this policy brief was the 
relationships we built leading up to and during the process, which 
have stood the test of time. It also opened doors to influential 
national stakeholder groups. In both these ways, it continues to 
bring us new opportunities to realise impacts from our research.”

For me, this is a really powerful example of the relational approach 
to developing policy briefs I’ve described in this chapter. The 
priority of the team was on building long-term, two-way, trusting 
relationships through a series of meetings, which enabled them to 
co-produce the text. Whatever design ideas the team might have 
had were put aside, so that an existing, well-recognised design 
template could be used. This enabled the team to make the material 



as widely available as possible. After the policy brief was published, 
the research team was able to continue working closely with the 
members of the practitioner and policy community who had been 
involved in the seminar series to effect policy change.

Figure 17: Examples of policy briefs from the Evidence Matters and NIEER 
series



Figure 18: Example of a CLAHRC BITE



Figure 19: Examples policy brief from the Living With Environmental 
Change policy brief series (pages 1–4, clockwise from top right)



Finding attractively designed policy briefs is remarkably hard. How-
ever, the National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) have 
a highly visual format to their policy brief series, which I love (Figure 
17). Their briefs are full-colour throughout with background colours 
selected to match colours in the photographs that feature on each 
page. As you can see from the front page, policy recommendations 
are clearly identified and highlighted here, along with a summary 
of the literature on the topic (not just the narrow findings of one 
particular study). The Evidence Matters series is similarly colourful, 
featuring full-colour photographs on the front page (Figure 17). This 
series operates like a magazine, with monthly briefings on a specific 
issue. Having regular releases of new policy briefs helps raise the 
profile of a series, keeping copies regularly at the top of the pile on 
coffee tables in the offices of those you want to reach out to. The 
CLAHRC BITEs series is also colourful, featuring the National Health 
Service (NHS) logo which is widely recognised in the UK (Figure 18). 
It is a great example of what can be done with a short format. These 
bite-sized summaries of evidence are only two sides of A5 paper, 
but they convey the evidence concisely and powerfully.

In contrast to these, the Living With Environmental Change policy 
briefs (Figure 19) are monochrome green, but this was done for a 
clear reason, as Anne Liddon, the series editor, explained to me:

“We launched a similar series ten years ago with the research 
councils’ Rural Economy Land Use programme (RELU) which had 
a slightly different focus. The RELU policy briefs were incredibly 
successful and we gained a reputation for providing timely and rel-
evant research findings to Government and other stakeholders. We 
worked hard on the RELU brand, and the policy briefs were instantly 
recognisable as part of the programme. So when RELU ended and 
Living With Environmental Change wanted to launch a new series, 
we managed to merge the branding so the new series kept the 
same look and format. This meant policy-makers instantly recog-
nised and trusted the new series as a reputable source of informa-
tion that could inform their decisions.”

One of the things that is interesting about this is the importance 
of brand reputation and recognition for policy briefs. You can just 
create your own design template and do your own thing. However, 
if you can find an existing policy brief series that has already built a 
relevant audience and has a strong reputation, your policy recom-
mendations are more likely to be read and paid attention. If you are 



starting a new policy brief series, work on your brand and create 
something distinctive, attractive and instantly recognisable.

The now discontinued Living With Environmental Change series is a 
great example of what a good policy brief can look like, particularly 
on the inside pages. As series editor, Anne encouraged researchers 
to focus on specific key findings, rather than covering the whole re-
search project, with a strong emphasis on the implications for policy. 
The front page has an image that tries to capture the content of the 
brief. In this example, it took a long time to find an image for air quali-
ty. The researcher wanted a positive image of air quality, so pictures 
of traffic and exhaust pipes were out. However, the researcher’s sug-
gestion of a landscape image did not seem obvious enough. Eventu-
ally, Anne sourced an image of a colleague’s daughter running with 
a kite, and the search was over. On the inner pages, there is always 
plenty of white (or green) space around the text, no matter how 
much the researcher pleads to add more words. The introductory 
paragraph lays out the problem being addressed, and each heading 
is a question that Anne thinks the audience will want to ask. Finally, 
there is a box section with concrete action points for the audience 
and further information.

There are many more examples I could show you, but these four 
give you a flavour of the sort of thing that is possible. I’ve chosen 
them because they provide important lessons that illustrate and 
complement the suggestions I’ve made earlier in the chapter. How-
ever, take a look around for yourself at policy briefs, whether or not 
they are linked to your research area, and draw on the best ideas.




